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“All the books are about White people,” was the quote by a Black student that started my entire exploration 
into the topic of systemic racism in children’s literature.  Before this project, the role that children’s books 
play as a function and perpetuation of systemic racism was hidden from me.  Throughout my education as 
a student, dating back to kindergarten all the way until now as a graduate student, I have read a myriad of 
books that can be found in the children’s and young adult section of most bookstores and libraries. While these 
stories have the power to transport us to other worlds, they also send the reader messages about the very 
real society that we are a part of. Books are incredibly powerful tools because they allow readers to see both 
themselves and others within the pages. They create a formidable force in shaping my own views and the 
views of our society.
Interwoven into our society are the complex topics of race and racism.  They pervade my life everyday just like 
the skill of reading.  Due to the prevalence of both race and books in my life, it is impossible for the two not 
to intersect. Through this project I have come to reframe my thinking about the messages that are conveyed 
about race through the books I teach and make available to my students within my classroom.  Moving 
forward, I hope to change the present reality of my students of color, which at this time consists of the daily 
struggle to see themselves represented in the books they read. What messages are sent to not only students 
of color, but also to White students like myself, when a vast majority of the books they read are about White 
characters? Furthermore, even when a book is about a character of color, what damaging effects come from 
obscuring or altering the features of that character on the cover as forms of whitewashing?  
Systemic racism within children’s literature can be extremely difficult to see (Nel, 2018).  This is especially true 
of white teachers and students like myself.  The intent of my project was to create a binder in which I could 
call attention to the different aspects of racism in children’s literature. With the information synthesized in 
one place, I hope to bring this binder with me to my new classroom as a resource for my fellow teachers, my 
students, and myself.  
Within my project I first explore the different ways in which systemic racism is perpetuated through the books 
children read.  This includes the overwhelming discrepancy in the amount of books published about characters 
of color compared to the demographics of the students both in the state of Washington as well as at the 
school I will be teaching in.  Furthermore, I highlight how publishing companies deliberately make decisions to 
place pictures of white characters on the cover of books in which the protagonist is a character of color (Nel, 
2018).  In a slightly less overt, but still incredibly harmful form of whitewashing, publishers will alter or obscure 
facial features of characters of color on covers of books (Nel, 2018).  
The choices that publishing companies make about the books they produce come with great consequences.  
While I, a white male, have never had trouble seeing myself in the books I read, the same cannot be said for 
my students of color.  I wanted to provide ways for students and teachers to combat the influence of racism 
ingrained in children’s literature.  Therefore, The second section contains steps to combat racism in children’s 
literature, and the third section is the beginning of an anti-racist classroom library (Nel, 2018).
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